Local understandings of vulnerability and protection during the neonatal period in Sylhet District, Bangladesh: a qualitative study.
Understanding of local knowledge and practices relating to the newborn period, as locally defined, is needed in the development of interventions to reduce neonatal mortality. We describe the organisation of the neonatal period in Sylhet District, Bangladesh, the perceived threats to the well-being of neonates, and the ways in which families seek to protect them. We did 39 in-depth, unstructured, qualitative interviews with mothers, fathers, and grandmothers of neonates, and traditional birth attendants. Data on neonatal knowledge and practices were also obtained from a household survey of 6050 women who had recently given birth. Interviewees defined the neonatal period as the first 40 days of life (chollish din). Confinement of the mother and baby is most strongly observed before the noai ceremony on day 7 or 9, and involves restriction of movement outside the home, sleeping where the birth took place rather than in the mother's bedroom, and sleeping on a mat on the floor. Newborns are seen as vulnerable to cold air, cold food or drinks (either directly or indirectly through the mother), and to malevolent spirits or evil eye. Bathing, skin care, confinement, and dietary practices all aim to reduce exposure to cold, but some of these practices might increase the risk of hypothermia. Although fatalism and cultural acceptance of high mortality have been cited as reasons for high levels of neonatal mortality, Sylheti families seek to protect newborns in several ways. These actions reflect a set of assumptions about the newborn period that differ from those of neonatal health specialists, and have implications for the design of interventions for neonatal care.